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Corpus Linguistics Defined

• Linguistics: The scientific study of language 
and its structure, including the study of 
morphology, syntax, phonetics, and 
semantics. 

• Corpora: Computerized Databases containing 
millions or billions of naturally occurring text 
from various sources.



WHAT IS CORPUS

LINGUISTICS?

Corpus linguistics is the analysis of 

naturally occurring language on the basis 

of electronic databases known as corpora. 

The analysis is performed with the help of a 

computer, with specialized software, and 

takes into account natural word usage in 

the context of linguistic usage patterns. 



“Linguistic" 
Questions 
Asked By 
Judges

• What is the “ordinary 

meaning” of a term?

• Is a word ambiguous?

• Has a word or phrase 

acquired a “specialized 

meaning within a 

particular industry?

• What is the “original 

public meaning” of a 

Constitutional phrase?

• Does the agreement 

have a “plain 

meaning”?



How do 
Judges 
Typically 
Answer 
“Linguistic" 
Questions?

• Intuition

• Dictionaries

• Etymology 

(origin of words)

• Morphology 

(study of the 

forms of words).



The Path 
Forward in 
Today’s 
Technological 
World



BYU CORPORA

https://www.english-corpora.org/

https://www.english-corpora.org/


BYU Corpora



STATE V. LANTIS, 165 IDAHO 427, 
447 P.3D 875, 880 (2019)

Corpus linguistic analysis 
supported the Court’s reasoning 
-- helping to analyze the meaning 
of “disturb the peace,” utilizing 
COHA, the Corpus of Historical 
American English, which 
contains 400 million words 
which are searchable in context.









https://lcl.byu.edu/projects/cofea/

https://lcl.byu.edu/projects/cofea/


State v. Rasabout, 356 P.3d 1258 

(Utah 2015) 

(Lee, J. Concurring)

“I write separately, however, because I cannot
resolve the ambiguity in the term discharge as the
court does—by mere resort to the dictionary. I see
the need to look elsewhere. I would interpret the
terms of the statute by looking for real-world
examples of its key words in actual written
language in its native context. This sort of analysis
has a fancy name—corpus linguistics. But it is
hardly unusual. We often resolve problems of
ambiguity by thinking of examples of the use of a
given word or phrase in a particular linguistic
context. I propose to do that (as I have in a couple
of prior opinions) on a systematic scale—by
computer-aided searches of online databases in
an effort to assemble a greater number of
examples than I can summon by memory on my
own.”



Wilson v. Safelite Grp., Inc., 930 

F.3d 429, 438-39 (6th Cir. 2019)

“We ought to embrace another tool to 
ascertain the ordinary meaning of the 
words in a statute. This tool---corpus 
linguistics---draws on the common 
knowledge of the lay person by showing 
us the ordinary uses of words in our 
common language. How does it work? 
Corpus linguistics allows lawyers to use 
a searchable database to find specific 
examples of how a word was used at 
any given time. These databases, 
available mostly online, contain millions 
of examples of everyday word usage (taken 
from spoken words, works of fiction, 
magazines, newspapers, and academic 
works). Lawyers can search these 
databases for the ordinary meaning of 
statutory language like “results in.” The 
corresponding search results will yield a 
broader and more empirically-based 
understanding of the ordinary meaning of 
a word or phrase by giving us different 
situations in which the word or phrase 
was used across a wide variety of common 
usages. In short, corpus linguistics is a 
powerful tool for discerning how the 
public would have understood a statute’s 
text at the time it was enacted.”



State v. Lantis, 165 Idaho 427, 

447 P.3d 875, 880 (2019)

Courts are beginning to utilize corpus

linguistics as a means to aid the

interpretation of statutory language in

context and with the use of the empirical

data available through extensive corpora,

which catalogue millions of words. . . . One

of the chief benefits of a corpus-linguistics-

style analysis is that it offers a systematic,

non-random look at the way words are

used across a large body of sources.

We agree with these sentiments, but we

recognize that the parties did not argue

these principles in their briefing or at oral

argument. We simply reference the use of

corpus linguistic tools as a support for our

analysis set forth above, and as an

motivation for counsel to consider this

“potential additional tool for our statutory

interpretation toolbox,” [State v.

Rasabout, 356 P.3d 1258 (Utah

2015) (Durham, C.J. Concurring),] when

called for in the future.



The Utah Supreme 
Court encouraged 
lawyers to “provide 
courts with 
meaningful tools 
using the best 
available methods 
when the court is 
tasked with 
determining 
ordinary meaning . 
. . .” 

Fire Ins. Exch. v. Oltmanns, 416 P.3d 
1148, 1163 n.9 (Utah 2018).



Wilson v. Safelite Grp., 

Inc., 930 F.3d 429, 438-

39 (6th Cir. 2019)

Of course, corpus 

linguistics is one 

tool---new to 

lawyers and 

continuing to 

develop---but not 

the whole toolbox.
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• Stephen C. Mouritsen, Contract Interpretation with Corpus 
Linguistics, 94 Wash. L. Rev. 1337 (2019)

• Thomas R. Lee & Stephen C. Mouritsen, Judging Ordinary 
Meaning, 127 YALE L.J. 788 (2018). 

• Stephen C. Mouritsen, Hard Cases and Hard Data: 
Assessing Corpus Linguistics as an Empirical Path to Plain 
Meaning, 13 COLUM. SCI. & TECH. L. REV.156 (2011).

• Stephen C. Mouritsen, Note, The Dictionary Is Not a 
Fortress: Definitional Fallacies and a Corpus-Based 
Approach to Plain Meaning, 2010 BYU L. REV. 1915

• James Heilpern, Senior Fellow at BYU Law School: 
heilpernj@law.byu.edu
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QUESTIONS?


